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A significant number of current and former Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) recipients have various barriers to 
finding and maintaining employment. Among the most common barriers are 
physical and mental health problems, domestic violence, low skill levels, 
lack of adequate or affordable housing, and limited proficiency in English. 
Research has shown that recipients with work barriers are less likely to find 
jobs, have lower earnings on average, and are more likely to lose assistance 
because of a sanction for program noncompliance than families without 
barriers. Poor outcomes are especially likely for families that experience 
more than one barrier to employment. Welfare reauthorization offers an 
opportunity to improve services and outcomes for these disadvantaged 
families. Changes that could be made to TANF to improve program outcomes for 
families with work barriers are allowing states to count individuals placed 
in "barrier removal” activities toward the federal work participation rates; 
developing sanction procedures that address barriers and increase compliance; 
improving service delivery for families with barriers; giving states 
flexibility to grant extensions; and funding innovative strategies to improve 
employment outcomes for recipients with barriers. ( YLB) 
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[IMPROVING TANF PROGRAM OUTCOMES FOR FAMILIES 
WITH BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT 

} 

I by Heidi Goldberg 1 



TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 

A significant number of current and former TANF recipients have various barriers to 
' finding and maintaining employment. Among the most common barriers are physical and mental 

health problems, domestic violence, low skill levels, lack of adequate or affordable housing, and 
3 limited proficiency in English. Research has shown that recipients with work barriers are less 

^ likely to find jobs, have lower earnings on average, and are more likely to lose assistance because 

^ of a sanction for program noncompliance than families without barriers. Poor outcomes are 

Q especially likely for families that experience more than one barrier to employment. Welfare 

reauthorization offers an opportunity to improve services and outcomes for these disadvantaged 
families. 



After summarizing research on the prevalence and effects of various barriers to 
employment, this paper discusses changes that could be made to TANF to improve program 
outcomes for families with work barriers. 



The Extent and Effects of Barriers to Employment 

A number of studies documenting the extent of various barriers to employment among 
current and former TANF recipients have been conducted since the passage of the 1996 welfare 
law. The precise estimates of the prevalence of a particular barrier, the population studied, and 
the way in which barriers are measured vary; however, when these studies are taken together, the 
following conclusions emerge: 

• Physical and mental health conditions and low education levels are the most 
prevalent barriers documented among TANF recipients. Other common barriers 
include domestic violence and limited English proficiency. 

• Recipients with such barriers are less likely to secure employment than other 
recipients. 
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• A large number of families experience more than one barrier to employment. The 
likelihood of a recipient finding employment falls as the number of barriers she 
experiences increases. 

• Recipients that lose cash assistance because they were sanctioned off the program 
for noncompliance with program requirements are more likely to experience 
barriers to employment than those who have left welfare for other reasons. 

Research Findings on the Prevalence of Barriers 

Various studies have measured the prevalence of an array of barriers. These studies find 
particularly high rates of barriers related to the health both of parents and children receiving 
TANF.. 



Physical and Mental Health Problems: TANF recipients are more likely to suffer 
from physical or mental health problems that limit employability than the general 
population. The Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) found 
that nearly one-third of the non-working recipients studied reported having fair or 
poor health. (This study measured barriers among recipients in four urban areas.) 
Nationally, only eight percent of similarly aged women report having fair or poor 
health status. Similarly, while 44 percent of non-working TANF recipients 
reported having a physical condition that limited moderate activity - such as 
pushing a vacuum cleaner - less than 10 percent of similar women nationally 
reported having such limitations. 2 In a national study of TANF recipients, the 
General Accounting Office found that 44 percent of TANF recipients nationally 
had at least one physical or mental health impairment, three times higher than the 
rate of such impairments among adults not receiving TANF benefits. 3 Findings 



2 Denise Polit, Andrew London, and John Martinez, The Health of Poor Urban Women: Findings from the 
Project on Devolution and Urban Change, Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, May 2001, 
http://www.rndrc.org/Reports2001/UC-HealthRenort/UC-HealthRpt-FullRnt2001 .pdf . This research project 
studied a sample of low-income women in Los Angeles, Miami, Philadelphia, or Cuyahoga County in Ohio, which 
includes Cleveland. Some of these women received TANF cash assistance, many did not. The results presented in 
this paper refer to the women who were receiving TANF and who were not employed. The authors noted that health 
problems were likely to be underreported and underrated in the survey. Ethnographic interviews revealed serious 
health problems in some respondents that initially stated they were in good health in the survey. The researchers 
also noted that the survey data did not accurately reflect severity of problems the mothers and children faced. 

3 U.S. General Accounting Office, Welfare Reform: More Coordinated Federal Effort Could Help States and 
Localities Move TANF Recipients With Impairments Toward Employment, October 2001. GAO reports can be 
found at www.gao.gov . GAO developed estimates of TANF recipients with impairments using data from the 
Census Bureau’s Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). Census classified SIPP respondents as 
having a disability or impairment if they met specific criteria on a nine-item scale, including having difficulty 
performing certain functional activities, difficulty with activities of daily living, having a mental or emotional 
impairment that interferes with daily activities, having a condition that limits ability to work, or having certain 
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